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High-Flow Experiment Proposed to 
Improve Grand Canyon Resources 
(Flagstaff, Ariz.) An experiment using high flows from Glen Canyon Dam to study and 
improve Colorado River resources in Grand Canyon National Park has been proposed by 
the Department of the Interior.  
 
The goal of the experiment is to better understand whether higher flows can be used to 
rebuild eroded beaches downstream of Glen Canyon Dam by moving sand accumulated 
in the riverbed onto sandbars. Grand Canyon sandbars provide habitat for wildlife, serve 
as camping beaches for recreationists, and supply sand needed to protect archaeological 
sites. High flows also create areas of low-velocity flow, or backwaters, used by young 
native fishes, particularly endangered humpback chub.  
 
The 2008 test would be different than previous high-flow tests conducted in 1996 and 
2004. In particular, scientists have concluded that more sand is needed to rebuild 
sandbars throughout the 277-mile reach of Grand Canyon National Park than was 
available in 1996 or 2004. Currently, sand supplies in the river are at a 10-year high with 
a volume about three times greater than the volume available in 2004 due to tributary 
inflows below the dam over the past 16 months.  
 
The proposed experiment is dependent on the completion of environmental review 
processes required by the National Environmental Policy Act and the Endangered 
Species Act. The Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) is in the process of preparing an 
environmental assessment of the proposed test.  The environmental assessment is 
expected to be available for public review in early February 2008. This assessment 
evaluates the impact of the proposed test on a wide range of environmental and 
socioeconomic resources. A decision by the Department of the Interior is anticipated in 
late February 2008, with plans to conduct the high flow in early March 2008, if the 
decision is to move forward with the experiment. 
 
The high-flow experiment and associated research activities, should they occur, will be 
undertaken cooperatively by scientists and resource managers from Interior’s U.S. 
Geological Survey (USGS), Reclamation, National Park Service, and U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service.  
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“The proposed 2008 high-flow experiment and the accompanying studies build on 
learning that occurred as the result of the experiments in 1996 and 2004,” says John 
Hamill, USGS Grand Canyon Monitoring and Research Center Chief. “Given the current 
amount of sand in the system, we have a tremendous opportunity to learn more about 
whether high flows can be used to improve important natural, cultural, and recreational 
resources in Glen and Grand canyons.”  
 
“Years of study and unique environmental conditions allow us to move forward with an 
experimental flow that will provide the valuable information needed to protect the 
resources within Grand Canyon National Park,” stated Steve Martin, Grand Canyon 
National Park Superintendent. 
 
One of the proposed studies will document habitat changes and determine how backwater 
habitats are used by young humpback chub and other native and nonnative fishes. Other 
studies will look at how higher flows affect the aquatic food base, rainbow trout 
recruitment and emigration, riparian vegetation, nonnative fishes and archaeological 
resources in close proximity to the Colorado River.   
 
During the proposed high-flow experiment, Reclamation will release water from both the 
powerplant and the bypass tubes to a maximum amount of approximately 41,000 cubic 
feet per second (cfs) for about 60 hours.  If approved, current plans would call for the 
flows to begin increasing on March 4, 2008 with powerplant bypass flows to begin on 
March 5, 2008. If a decision is made to move ahead with the experiment, a final release 
schedule will then be announced.  
 
Since 1996, releases from Glen Canyon Dam have generally ranged between 8,000 and 
20,000 cfs.  The increase to 41,000 cfs will change river conditions as well as the 
availability of campsites. It is suggested that all river users be prepared for variable 
conditions, including higher river flows.   
 
“The water released during the test will not change the amount of water to be released 
over the course of the 2008 water year,” said Larry Walkoviak, Regional Director of 
Reclamation’s Upper Colorado Region. “The current plan of operations calls for 
releasing 8.23 million acre-feet of water from Glen Canyon Dam. That water flows 
downriver to Lake Mead for use by the Lower Colorado River Basin States and Mexico. 
The experimental flows are included within this annual volume. Monthly releases later in 
the year will be adjusted downward to account for the water released during the 
experiment.”  
 
The USGS’s Grand Canyon Monitoring and Research Center is responsible for 
monitoring and research activities in support of the Glen Canyon Dam Adaptive 
Management Program, a Federal initiative designed to assist the Secretary of the Interior 
in protecting the resources downstream of Glen Canyon Dam. The program includes a 
wide range of stakeholders, including American Indian tribes, Colorado River Basin 
States, environmental and recreation groups, power customers and State and Federal 
cooperating agencies. The program, which helped guide the development of science 



activities for the experiment, is administered by Reclamation under the guidance of the 
Secretary of the Interior. 
 
Grand Canyon rafters, fisherman and other river users and hikers can call Grand Canyon 
National Park’s River Permits Office at 1-800-959-9164 for additional information on 
how the high-flow event may affect their visit. Additional information is available at 
www.gcmrc.gov/research/high_flow/2008/ .  
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